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History and measuring time


Every period of civilization which forms a consistent whole manifests itself not only in politics, religion, art and science, but also in social life.


Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy





It is 3 p.m. on a sunny Friday afternoon in late June, and the British city of Cambridge is filled with college graduates wearing smiles and white-trimmed black gowns. Although each of the 31 colleges that make up the University of Cambridge will hold individual festivities for their graduates this month, the first wave of students receiving diplomas in the Senate House has already finished. The centuries-old graduation ceremony includes the formal introduction of each candidate; an invitation to kneel in front of the assembly of academic officers, parents, and well-wishers; a ritual clasping-of-the-hands with the vice-chancellor; and then a call to rise and solemnly receive the Cambridge degree. Throughout this festive three days, each of the graduates will proceed through the Senate House to receive their diplomas, beginning with candidates from the oldest Cambridge institution (Peterhouse, founded in 1284) and continuing with the remaining colleges in order of their formation within the University.


As a history professor with an interest in medieval and Renaissance history, I can’t help but cheer for these graduates and their families, as I know something of the traditions that shaped this institution and that brought the students to this moment. In fact, the entire concept of a university began in places like Cambridge, which (along with the earliest European schools in Oxford, Paris, Salamanca and Bologna) have been inviting students and professors to their ivy-covered halls since the 13th century. In university towns like Cambridge (but also in places like Toronto, Tallahassee and Tacoma), graduation day is a clear reminder that the past shapes and informs the present, right down to the curriculum that students study and the ceremonial gowns that they wear. Hearing the Latin graduation proceedings today in Cambridge makes this link to the past especially clear to me, even if the pageantry is a product of different eras and contexts.


Down the road from the Senate House is the venerable Corpus Christi College, founded in 1352, and on the outer wall of the college there is a fascinating clock. Called the Corpus Clock or Chronophage (‘time eater’), this giant timepiece has a circular face made of pure gold that is polished to a mirror finish. The unusual device was designed and paid for by the British inventor John Taylor, and it was dedicated in 2008 by the physicist Stephen Hawking, who is famous for his work on quantum mechanics, black holes, and (fittingly) the measurement of time.


The Chronophage clock always draws the crowds in Cambridge, but not because it tells time in predictable ways. First, the clock has no hands, nor is there a digital display that reveals the hour numerically; rather, the Chronophage displays the time using three concentric rings of tiny electronic LED bulbs, arranged in circular orbits to indicate the proper seconds, minutes and hours. You tell the time by recognizing how far the illuminated dots have travelled around the clock face, a code that most visitors grasp in just a few minutes. The Corpus Clock is called a ‘time eater’ because there is a monstrous grasshopper-like insect on the top of the clock that simultaneously moves the outer ring with its feet and gnaws at the air with its metallic mouth.


The meaning of all this blinking, moving and gnawing is obscure until it dawns on you that the monstrous bug is both running the clock and consuming its ‘product’, i.e. time itself. Adding to the intrigue, the Chronophage does not ‘tick’ at a consistent rate, but sometimes runs a little faster, sometimes a little slower. The locals will tell you that the designer intended this as a little deception to make the passage of time seem both mysterious and unpredictable. Not to worry, though – about every five minutes the clock’s internal circuitry makes things right and displays the precise local time with the accuracy of an atomic clock.


At some level, we are all aware that ‘time flies’, and that in the wake of passing time the world changes, and so do the people and places around us. The passing of time is also a reminder of our mortality, something that the Chronophage signifies every hour with the cheerless sound of a chain dropping into a wooden coffin hidden behind the clock. However, the mechanical clock is also a monument to invention and innovation in the Renaissance, a surge in creativity that revitalized education, set new standards for art and scholarship and established the Scientific Method. The first public clock in Europe appeared in Milan in 1335, a faceless mechanical device near the top of a bell-tower that was capable of ringing 24 times a day. As the Renaissance progressed, spring-driven clocks appeared in the major cities of Europe, reaching a more precise level of sophistication after the pendulum experiments of the Italian mathematician Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) and with the refinements of the Dutch inventor Christiaan Huygens (1629–95). From these inventions, Renaissance Europeans developed a deeper fascination with time, calculation and chronology, and important social consequences came along with the clock. For example, the Renaissance schoolmaster Vittorino da Feltre (1378–1446) suggested that his students should begin to organize their time, and he created an hourly timetable for pupils to efficiently organize their school day.


In a similar vein, the Italian humanist and architect Leon Battista Alberti (1404–72), the author of the advice book On the Family, described time as something that was ‘precious’; an asset that should be ‘spent’ and not ‘wasted’. The Corpus Clock thus reminds us of a significant turning point in human history, an era when time was being thought about in new ways, and when the discipline of history took on a new chronological dimension. Renaissance clockmakers joined artists, engineers, technicians and mathematicians who studied the world innovatively and set the stage for the scientific revolution.
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The subject of this work is the Renaissance movement in Europe (c.1350–1600), which began as a renewal of classical Greek and Roman culture in 14th-century Italy and gradually spread throughout Europe, influencing and shaping western societies up to the present. This small volume attempts to answer two questions:


[image: image]  What are the essential features of the Renaissance movement that gradually transformed Europe in the two-and-a-half centuries between 1350 and 1600?


[image: image]  How do these cultural, artistic and intellectual transformations continue to influence modern societies today?


The Renaissance: All That Matters introduces the brilliant writers and cultural innovators of the Renaissance – including Francesco Petrarch, Desiderius Erasmus, Leonardo da Vinci, Niccolo Machiavelli, Thomas More and Michelangelo – who transformed European society through their scholarly, political and artistic activities. Throughout the Renaissance, intriguing visionaries revived the study of literature, reformed medieval universities, invigorated the arts, experimented with new forms of governance, enhanced the economy, sailed around the globe and invented revolutionary devices such as the printing press, firearms and the telescope.


The term ‘Renaissance’ is derived from the Italian word rinascita and the French word renaissance, meaning ‘rebirth’ or ‘renewal’. Rinascita was originally used by the Italian art historian Giorgio Vasari (1511–74), who described the artists of his era as having more in common with the best Greek and Roman artists of antiquity than the medieval craftsmen of Gothic Europe. The Swiss historian Jacob Burckhardt also popularized the term, using it to describe a critical period of Europe’s development in his famous book The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1860). Burckhardt stressed that the Renaissance was a distinctive age of renewal that profoundly influenced art, culture and social institutions. According to Burckhardt, Italians first melted the veil of medieval thinking, enabling a dynamic new spirit of the age that produced extraordinary thinkers and artists. The world has subsequently seen these multi-talented polymaths as ‘Renaissance Men’.


In the classroom today, many teachers continue to use Burckhardt’s description of the Renaissance as a way of highlighting the fascinating achievements of exceptional people during an important age of transition in European history. On the other hand, some historians prefer to limit the discussion of ‘rebirth’ to classical scholarship, art and the activities of a relatively small circle of educated elites, so as not to overgeneralize the impact of cultural flourishing. In short, not everyone in the academic world finds the term ‘Renaissance’ to be accurate or useful.


For the purposes of this book, however, the Renaissance will be defined in relatively broad terms, so that a wide spectrum of people, places and events can be considered. I will introduce the era’s major scholars, artists, merchants, political thinkers, inventors, explorers and rebels – along with an assortment of everyday citizens. The presentation will begin with the writing of Francesco Petrarch in the early 14th century, and it will conclude with the sculpture of Michelangelo in the 1560s. Although Italy receives considerable attention in this book, so do the realms of the so-called ‘Northern Renaissance’, including France, Spain, the Netherlands, England and Germany. The book will also survey the important contributions of neighbouring regions to the Renaissance movement, including the Middle East, China and the Americas.

[image: image]


[image: image]  Michelangelo, David, Accademia Gallery, Florence


Are there other ways to define the term ‘Renaissance’? If you continue to study this topic after reading this book, you will find that some other scholars prefer to use the term ‘Renaissance’ (or cultural rebirth) in a very general way, so that the word does not refer to any specific region or time, but describes instead a society’s creative rediscovery and reuse of its own past as a source of inspiration. In other words, some scholars change ‘Renaissance’ from a noun to an adjective so that it more fittingly describes a particular society or culture that is going through an historic process of renewal. Thus the term ‘Carolingian Renaissance’ is current among medieval historians who are investigating cultural renewal associated with Charlemagne in ninth-century Europe, the ‘Timurid Renaissance’ is a description of the flourishing of Islamic culture in central Asia during the 15th century, and the ‘Harlem Renaissance’ is known as a period of artistic renewal in African-American culture during the 1920s in New York City. All of these uses of the term ‘Renaissance’ are appropriate, and they allow the historian to undertake comparative study with western Europe during the Renaissance.


England and the Renaissance


England’s most important exposure to the Renaissance began in the early 16th century, when men like Thomas More, Desiderius Erasmus, John Colet and John Fisher reformed the educational curriculum in places like Oxford and Cambridge. In fact, Erasmus introduced what was called the ‘new learning’ in 1516, when he created a definitive translation of the Greek New Testament while teaching and working at Cambridge. Henry VIII made his own changes to the Cambridge curriculum soon after, requiring a liberal arts programme that emphasized the Greek and Latin classics, mathematics and Bible study. In the wake of these and other changes, scholars and artists from Italy, France, and Germany came to England, introducing new forms of literature, mathematics, religious reforms, political ideas, art, mapmaking and other innovations.


As part of this intellectual flourishing in Cambridge, a royal charter was given to the university in the 1530s so that it would have the ability to print and publish books of scholarly merit. This privilege eventually developed into the Cambridge University Press, the oldest academic publisher in the world and a leading source of academic research and textbooks for universities and scholars in the 21st century. Similar developments also took place in Oxford and in the royal courts and religious institutions in and around London.


England’s Renaissance is most often associated with the rule of Queen Elizabeth I, who reigned from 1558 to 1603. At this time, the literary and artistic achievements of the first half of the 16th century that had blossomed in the works of Thomas Wyatt and Hans Holbein came to fruition with Edmund Spenser, Christopher Marlowe, Ben Jonson and William Shakespeare. The emphasis on mathematics and natural philosophy in the English universities produced a series of landmark achievements in science and technology in the course of the following century. These advances include the discoveries of Francis Bacon, William Gilbert, Robert Boyle, Robert Hooke, Edmond Halley and Isaac Newton, and the emergence of philosophical institutions such as the Royal Society. The achievements of these scholars cannot be fully appreciated without an understanding of the founders of this movement – the humanist scholars, political thinkers and artist-engineers who revived the classical world and introduced new patterns of thought.
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To study history means to think about how people, institutions, and ideas have come into being and how they have been transformed (or remained the same) over time. Historians accomplish this work by examining physical objects (city streets and buildings, clothing, works of art, important inventions), as well as reading time-worn books and handwritten manuscripts, like Thomas More’s Utopia or a lawyer’s notes from the trial Brown v. Board of Education. There are many ways to write history, and in the end the result is always personal to the author, who among many possible narratives and ideas must pick specific stories, people and events to help explain the past. Although famous historians such as Herodotus and Edward Gibbon concerned themselves with the rise and fall of great civilizations, today it is just as likely that a history teacher or academic will be asking students to consider how ordinary people lived in the past and either accommodated or resisted the ideas, institutions and inventions that collectively interacted with their families and communities.


This book will introduce you to some of the ongoing scholarly debates about the Renaissance. One of the most significant concerns of Renaissance scholars today is the problem of ‘periodization’. In other words, what time period are we really talking about when we use the term ‘Renaissance’, and who are we leaving out of the story when we define the era mainly through the achievements of male, upper-class statesmen, artists and intellectuals?


This book works to be more inclusive in its definition of the Renaissance and its understanding of the period. The story features not just intellectuals, but the habits and domestic life of ordinary people, including the diverse social classes that competed in, and contributed to, Renaissance economies. You’ll meet a fascinating collection of tinkerers, inventors and artist-engineers who produced new mechanical devices, printing presses, artistic innovations and other discoveries.


In most cases, the most visible, public figures of the Renaissance were male members of the artisan, merchant or noble classes. These men were the physicians, lawyers, soldiers, scholars, diplomats, priests and artists. They operated in the public realm and they performed most public duties and obligations. Women were vitally important members of Renaissance society, but they operated mostly in the private sphere. They were daughters, wives and mothers, artisans, maids, nuns and (occasionally) prostitutes. Women arranged marriages, operated convents, raised children and managed the family workshop. Only a few ground-breaking women, such as Isabella of Spain, Elizabeth I of England or Isabella d’Este of Mantua, were significantly active in political life. But once the contours of Renaissance society are fully understood, the more obscure figures of history become visible. It is not only women that left behind few traces; 98 percent of the population could not read or write, and so few left written records of any kind.


While there is certainly much truth to the statement that ideas and institutions from the Renaissance continue to contribute to modern life, Renaissance Europe was clearly not ‘modern’ as we understand contemporary western society. Renaissance governments in the 16th century were much less sophisticated than any form of modern government. The impact of modern capitalism, banking, industrialization and globalization were not felt during the Renaissance, nor had mass communication or transportation technologies been deployed.


For most Europeans who lived between 1350 and 1800 – in what historians call the ‘pre-industrial era’ – life was simple, rural, agricultural and relatively unchanging from year to year. The following description of the French countryside in the 18th century has been used to sum up this age and its cultural distance from our own day:




‘Along rutted lanes, paths through cornfields, and sheep tracks in the mountains, we meet … a multitude of weather-beaten figures, a spectacle of broken teeth, gnarled hands, rags, clogs, coarse woollen stockings and homespun cloaks.’1





And yet, despite the overwhelming poverty of many and the seemingly unchanging cycles of rural life, significant changes in European society did occur during the Renaissance. The process began first in the Italian cities with access to the trade routes, and then a movement of goods, wealth and ideas spread gradually to the urban areas and princely courts of central and northern Europe.


Renaissance ideas were about human potential. They transformed older social structures and created a common vision for renewal based on inspiration from the classical world. Italy led the way during the transformation, and Italy’s vision of reform was imitated by others with the means and ability to receive the message. Italy led the way during the Renaissance much as France led the way and was imitated by others during the Enlightenment.


This book summarizes the major developments of the Renaissance movement with a geographic sweep that moves from Italy to the countries of northern Europe. It begins with a discussion of humanism and the formative influence of Greek and Roman literature on European intellectuals and then explores the rising merchant economies of Europe and the new forms of authority and administration that took shape as the Renaissance movement spread. Finally, the book introduces the major achievements of Renaissance artists in painting and sculpture.


All history books are selective, and this text is especially so. After all, the Renaissance spanned some 250 years and the movement took shape in different ways in different places. My hope with this book is to introduce to a new generation of readers the outlines of a fascinating era of social transformation and achievement. The influence and energies of the Renaissance are still with us.
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Petrarch and classical culture


I confess: I admire Cicero more than any who wrote a line in any nation.


Francesco Petrarch, On His Own Ignorance





Arquà Petrarca is a small Italian hill town of 1,800 inhabitants some 13 miles south-west of Padua. In this picturesque village of narrow streets and shady olive trees, Francesco Petrarca (1304–74) or ‘Petrarch’, as he is more often known, spent the last four years of his life, editing his most important poems and letters, and receiving friends and family members for occasional visits until his robust health finally failed him. You can visit Petrarch’s home, which still contains a fine collection of his personal possessions and published writings, and you will enjoy the charm and solitude of his quiet Italian village.


Petrarch’s career and pursuits are a fitting way to begin this chapter on humanism and the origins of the Renaissance movement in Italy. The central narrative is that Petrarch’s curiosity about the ancient world and its texts brought about a renewal of classical Greek and Roman culture, which blossomed in the city-states of northern and central Italy, and gradually spread into northern Europe in the 15th and 16th centuries. This literary movement subsequently influenced art, culture, politics and philosophy, and inspired generations of painters, poets, diplomats, teachers and religious thinkers, including Coluccio Salutati, Leonardo Bruni, Niccolo Machiavelli, Desiderius Erasmus, Thomas More, Martin Luther and William Shakespeare. Through these men, humanism (a general term for the movement’s intellectual ideals and programme of studies) kick-started the Renaissance and the Reformation, and changed European society in important and long-lasting ways. This chapter and Chapter 3 will explain how this happened.
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